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Abstract
The purpose of this literature review was to discuss the unique role of a school counselor in
maintaining a positive school climate for all students. Marginalized students, such as those that
identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual, or queer (LGBTQ), are more susceptible to mental
health issues such as depression, anxiety and suicidal ideation, as well as negative school
outcomes that may include poor academics or dropping out. Students belonging to the LGBTQ
community often lack the advocacy they need, whereas in the 2011 National School Climate
Study revealed that 81.9% of LGBTQ students reported verbal harassment at school (Goodrich,
Harper, Luke, & Singh, 2009). The American School Counselor Association (2016) holds school
counselors to the ethical and professional obligation to eliminate the barriers that impede student
development and achievement of all students. Discussed are ways that school counselors can
make a difference in creating a positive school climate through LGBTQ students through the
professional development of staff, modification of curriculum, empowerment and activism of
students, and adjustment of preexisting school policies.
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Introduction
LGBTQ Student Statistics
According to Goodrich and Luke (2009), research suggests that 6-10% of Americans
identify as lesbian or gay, and they can extend that statistic to representing the way a student
population within schools will also identify. Due to changing and evolving terminology of
populations who identify as bisexual, transgender, and questioning, it is difficult to truly assess
the percentage of people who identify as a part of the LGBTQ community. Students who identify
with this population often feel isolated or disconnected because the nature of schools in the U.S.
are generally heteronormative in nature (Dinkins & Englert, 2015). The school environment
often incorporates curriculum that adopts the concept of gender binaries, and those messages are
reinforced through explicit rules and implicit affirmations within the classroom and through
interactions among students and teachers. In the 2011 National School Climate Survey
conducted by Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network (GLSEN), high levels of negative
language and biased comments were reported by the LGBTQ population, including 81.9%
reporting experiencing verbal harassment. Unwelcoming school environments not only
contribute to negative educational outcomes, but may also put students of the LGBTQ population
at a greater risk for other negative outcomes, including those related to their mental health.
Relevance to School Counselors
Despite the statistics that suggest the number of students that identify as a part of the
LGBTQ community as being parallel to the general population, school counselors often report
serving very few members of this community on their caseload (Goodrich & Luke, 2009). Over
the years the role of a school counselor has evolved to reach not only the “at-risk” students, but
has also incorporated the use of comprehensive programs and curriculum to reach the greatest
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number of students. The American School Counselor Association (ASCA) is a professional
organization that has their own set of ethical codes to support school counselors in their
maintenance of integrity, leadership, and professionalism (ASCA, 2016). To close the gap for the
underserved population of LGBTQ students within schools, the ASCA National Model has
grounded in the delivery of responsive school counseling to better meet the unique needs for this
population. Outlined in the ASCA Ethical Standards for School Counselors (2016), the whole
first section addresses the “Responsibility to Students”. Specifically, at least three codes
specifically address gender identity, gender expression, or sexual orientation:
A.1.F. Respect student’s and families’ values, beliefs, sexual orientation, gender
identification/ expression and cultural background and exercise great care to avoid
imposing personal beliefs or values rooted in one’s religion, culture or ethnicity.
A.3.C. Review school and student data to assess needs including, but not limited to, data on
disparities that may exist related to gender, race, ethnicity, socio-economic status and/ or
other relevant classifications
A.10.E. Understand students have the right to be treated in a manner consistent with their
gender identity and to be free from any form of discipline, harassment, or discrimination
based on their gender identity or expression.
While students may perceive school counselors with being knowledgeable on certain
topics, LGBTQ students do not believe they understand their specific needs or issues. While it is
known that LGBTQ youth are at higher risk for psychological health concerns, in one study they
found that only 55% of students reported feeling comfortable talking to a school counselor
because of their perceived competence on this topic (Goodrich & Luke, 2009). By being in the
unique role of an advocate, a leader, a collaborator, and a consultant, school counselors have the
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ethical and professional obligation to eliminate the barriers that impede student development and
achievement of all students (ASCA, 2016).
Need for Advocacy
School counselors are trained and professionally obligated to advocate for those who are
less capable of advocating for themselves. Especially for marginalized populations, such as
students who identify as LGBTQ, they need a leader who they can trust and depend on. Research
has shown the effectiveness of perceived positive school climate, supportive staff and student
population, and adaption of current curriculum can have to positively impact LGBTQ students.
Through systematic change, school counselors can use their skills and education to take the right
steps in supporting LGBTQ youth within the schools.
Literature Review
Minority Stress
Stress caused by the social environment, otherwise known as social stress, is believed to
have a stronger impact on the lives of individuals who belong to a stigmatized social group (i.e.
socioeconomic status, race, gender, or sexuality) (Meyer, 2003). Members of a minority group
face unique stressors that stem from prejudice, oppression, and discrimination (White, Moeller,
Ivcevic, Brackett, & Stern, 2018). One reason for this may be because the values of the minority
or stigmatized social group, do not reflect those of the dominant cultural or societal norms,
arising in a conflict. While the concept of minority stress is not widely familiar, there are some
assumptions that have been declared by researchers studying this. First of all, it is unique in the
sense that among the general stressors experienced among all people, minority stress is additive
and requires effort to adapt because they belong to a socially stigmatized group. Second, it can
be described as chronic in the sense that it revolved around social and cultural constructs. Last, it
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is socially based because it goes beyond the biological or genetic stressors, and rather it stems
from social processes (Meyer, 2003). Through research, Meyer proposed a Minority Stress
Model (Figure 1) which suggested different processes of minority stress and the impact on
mental health outcomes.

Figure 1. Minority Stress Model (Meyer, 2003).
When discussing minority stress, a factor to consider may be that LGBTQ students may
belong to more than just the minority group pertaining to their gender or sexuality (i.e. race, age,
disability, ethnicity). The intersection of belonging to multiple minority groups, can increase
result in several discriminations, which can impact school performance, personal adjustment, and
growth. Compared to their heterosexual peers, LGBTQ students face more emotional and social
obstacles because of the way they identify. In Meyer model, this may refer to box g on Meyer’s
model. Especially in rural areas, minorities face the social pressure to adhere to the norms
established, which eventually leads many LGBTQ people to move into more urban areas with
more flexible communities (Israel, Willging, and Ley 2016).
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Due to the minority stress experienced by the LGBTQ population, there are greater rates
of depression, anxiety, suicide ideation reported. According to the 2015 Youth Risk Behavior
Survey, compared to their heterosexual peers in relation to negative behaviors, LGBTQ students
reported disproportionally higher rates of substance abuse, lack of physical activity, sexual risk
behaviors, bullying, dating violence and suicide attempts (Demissie, Rasberry, Steiner, Brener,
& McManus, 2018). Just as any other minority group, it may be difficult for members of the
LGBTQ community to access adequate mental health treatment because there is often a lack of
culturally appropriate training to understand the unique hardships faced by this population
(Israel, Willging, and Ley, 2016).
According to Day, Snapp, and Russell (2016), nationwide data reveals that 55% of
LGBTQ students reported verbal harassment because of their gender expression, and 74%
reported verbal harassment due to their sexual orientation. Additionally, 49% have reported
electronic harassment (cyberbullying), 36% experienced physical harassment, and 16.5% were
physically assaulted (Abreu, Black, Mosley, and Fedewa, 2016). Bullying can impact multiple
aspects of a young person’s life including their social relationships, mental health, and overall
academic achievement. Homophobic bullying within schools is of big concern, and although
general rates of bullying have declined, LGBTQ students still face higher rates of bullying than
their peers.
School Climate
School climate, is a multidimensional construct based off the school-level characteristics
that foster resilience among students. Generally, it can be defined as, “the quality and character
of school life” (O’Malley, Voight, Renshaw, & Eklund, 2015, p. 145). Essential dimensions of
school climate include opportunities for belonging and connectedness, social support, school
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safety, physical school resources and discipline practices. When students perceive a positive
school climate within their school it is often related to higher academic achievement, better
behavior and social-emotional skills, increased feelings of safety at school, and less engagement
in risk taking or violent behaviors. Additionally, it is found to serve as a protective factor for
students who are typically classified as at-risk students because of adversities faced outside of
school. Additionally, positive school climate is associated to increase life satisfaction and
decrease of externalizing symptoms, when looking at the scope of mental health.
Adolescence is a monumental time for identity development, and is often accompanied
with insecurities, emotional discomfort, and feelings of alienation. LGBTQ students are among
the population that is already at risk for experiencing profound amounts minority stress, which
may further impede their ability to gain a positive self-concept or a sense of belonging. Those
who identify as transgender indicate the lowest rate of positive school experiences, and highest
rate of bullying (White et al., 2018). This typically results in lower rates of academic
achievement as well as, higher rates of truancy and high school drop outs. Of the LGBTQ
students reporting that they did not plan to graduate high school, 70.1% of them indicated the
reason being academic concerns, while 59.8% indicated being it was because of a hostile school
climate (Kosciw, Greytak, Zongrone, Clark, & Truong, 2017). If a student perceives a school
climate as negative or toxic, they may feel as though they are not able to succeed, which may
result in frustration, and the exhibition of rebellious or risky behaviors (Schulz, 2011). Having
supportive relationships in school, otherwise known as school connectedness, is associated with
higher academic achievement, and lower risk-taking behaviors that impact health (Day, Snapp,
& Russell, 2016). In the lives of LGBTQ students, the role of a trusted adults is crucial. In
schools, not only is the support of peers important, but the support of teachers may have a greater
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impact. White et al. (2018) reports that, “emotionally-supportive teachers promote behavioral
engagement, mastery motivation, autonomy, and positive peer relationships” (p.596).
Concurrently, the perceived school climate among students was a predictor in feeling
academically successful, feeling safe at school, and feeling a sense of connection to teachers and
the school environment (Ullman, 2015). A teaching foundation that promotes understanding and
empathy for marginalized students is essential to the learning capacity of children. According to
an article from GLSEN (2019), positive learning environments that are secure, welcoming, and
provide a sense of belonging are when students are most likely to reach their full potential.
A School Counselor’s Role
School counselors serve social justice leaders within the schools to promote and advocate
wellness for all students; especially those whom are marginalized. It is the ethical responsibility
for school counselors to take on this role. The American School Counselor Association
recognizes that LGBTQ students face adversities that affect their academic and social
development within schools. ASCA’s (2016) position statement regarding LGBTQ youth is as
follows:
School counselors promote equal opportunity and respect for all individuals regardless
of sexual orientation, gender identity, or gender expression. School counselors recognize
the school experience can be significantly more difficult for students with marginalized
identities. School counselors work to eliminate barriers impeding LGBTQ student
development and achievement (p.43)
Not only do ethics state that school counselors are responsible for advocating, but
LGBTQ students also identify school counselors as a source of support and advocacy. Abreu et
al. (2016) found that while many LGBTQ students did not feel supported by administration,
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about 53% felt comfortable talking to a school counselor about their presenting issues. It is
possible that other faculty members may not be perceived as supportive, simply because they are
uneducated with this population. School counselors have the ability to provide the educating and
professional development training that can help other members of the school feel more confident,
and knowledgeable in building healthy relationships with these students. Furthermore,
implementing interventions and programs that promote school safety and connectedness, can
help build environments that promote emotional, academic, social, and behavioral well-being of
all students (O’Malley et al., 2015).
Aside from education and training of school personnel, it is also important to consider
more structural changes within the schools including policies regarding bullying and harassment,
in order to reduce victimization of LGBTQ students. In order to further develop trusting
relationships among these students and teachers and administration, normalizing an environment
where students of all sexual orientation and gender expression are accepted is crucial. This will
foster an environment in which students will understand how presumptions about student who
identify different than them are equally as important. Nonetheless, adjusting curriculum to
include historical and legal topics surrounding the LGBTQ population is a great way to
normalize and education the student population. The ignorance surrounding this population may
simply be the reason for the mistreatment. As Ullman (2015) states, the most salient finding of
their study was the importance of curricular visibility of LGBTQ topics in relation to the overall
feeling of connection to other student’s teachers, and the school environment.
Discussion
Professional Development of Staff
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While school counselors can provide direct services to LGBTQ students, they are able to
reach a lot more students by providing LGBTQ sensitive training to not only teachers, but also
administration. When teachers and other staff members of the school are perceived as
knowledgeable and supportive, students feel a better sense of connection, which is correlated
with a more positive outlook on overall school c. Therefore, the process of systematic change in
the school to support LGBTQ may begin with providing the appropriate training and education
to the school personnel. To attend to the behavioral, emotional, and academic needs of students,
it may begin with the indirect service of collaboration and consultation with the adults in the
building (O’Malley et al., 2015).
This training of staff may include statistics and education specifically pertaining to the
LGBTQ population, as well as culturally responsive instruction, multicultural awareness of
teaching methods and ways of fostering a welcoming learning environment for all students
(Schulz, 2011). However, in her own research, Summer Pennell describes practical applications
derived from her experience of training teachers to support LGBTQ students (2017). Previously
discussed, many schools function and implicitly reinforce heteronormativity within the
classroom through curriculum and school policies. Pennell (2017). found that when training
often focused around the statistics of bullying for LGBTQ students, it only left them hopeless
rather than feeling empowered to help students. However, implementing training that includes
recognizing the systematic oppressions of LGBTQ students by completing activities that require
taking on a new perspective can open the door to allow for actionable ways to improve the
classroom and overall school environment. By recognizing the detrimental effects of
heteronormativity on LGBTQ students, teachers are able to communicate and educate their
students in the classroom and through their own use of curriculum.
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Curriculum
The next step after training and educating staff on the LGBTQ population is make
classrooms more inclusive by incorporating lessons into curriculum. This is important and most
effective to implement at a district wide level to keep it consistent within the schools.
Incorporating this literature into the classrooms works as a way of environment support for
LGBTQ students which makes them feel more welcomed and supported within the schools. In
the 2017 National School Climate Survey, it was reported that 67.6% of students felt their
classmates were somewhat or very accepting of the LGBTQ population, compared to only 36.0%
of students in schools that did not incorporate LGBTQ curriculum (Kosciw et al., 2017). Often
times, it is found to be most successful when literature containing both historical and legal
topics, as well as the study of gender as a social construct (Ullman, 2015). As Dinkins and
Englert (2015) call attention to, simply incorporating literature into the classroom does not
implicitly articulate the ways in which normative environment impact this population within the
classroom or in society. It is imperative that discussions are held in small and large groups for
students to appreciate new perspectives and to encourage dialogue. Especially at the middle
school level where students are exploring their own identities and belief, such curriculum can
allow for the opportunity of building culture competence at a younger age (Dinkins &Englert.
2015).
Additionally, besides incorporating relevant literature and texts into the classroom, it is
also important to incorporate appropriate material into health education. For one, including
sexual education that is inclusive for any sexual orientation is important for all youth in order for
them to acquire the skills they need that are relevant to them so that they can make safe choices.
Furthermore, integrating comprehensive sexuality education for both heterosexual students, and
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well as LGBTQ students is said to foster more supportive school climates as well as social
relationships with peers (Baams, Dubas, & Aken, 2017). If students feel they better understand
the issues specific to the LGBTQ population, it may increase the likeliness that a teacher or
student will feel more comfortable intervening in situations where an LGBTQ student is being
targeted.
Student Empowerment and Activism
Besides teachers and administration, another level at which systematic change for
LGBTQ students can be effective, is through empowering the student body by providing the
information they need and resources to partake in activism. Generally, the value of decisions
made my young people are overlooked, and not attributed with the credit they deserve. The
presence of a student-lead club, such as a Gay Straight Alliance (GSA) has been found effective
in creating a safe, welcoming, and overall accepting youth environment (Demissie et al., 2018).
According to the 2017 National School Climate Survey, LGBTQ students in schools with the
presence of a GSA indicated feeling less likely to feel unsafe because of their sexual orientation
(51.7%), compared to those in a school without the presence of a GSA (67.3%) (Kosciw et al.,
2017). Furthermore, in schools with a GSA, it was reported that 18.2% of school personnel
intervened when hearing negative homophobic remarks, compared to only 11.3% in schools
without a GSA. These groups invite students of LGBTQ youth and other heterosexual peers to
become allies, and work together to find their voice for advocacy, while receiving the
appropriate supervision, consultation, and education from a school counselor (Goodrich et al.,
2013). Similar to the startup of other extra-curricular clubs, there are steps that need to be taken
to implement a GSA within the schools. GLSEN provides an outline of 10 steps or starting
points to starting a GSA (see Appendix A).
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School Policies
While a welcoming school environment is important in creating a positive school climate,
another important aspect is to create a safe environment for all students. At the school level,
having the appropriate policies in place regarding bullying and harassment in their schools.
While the majority of schools (79.3%) may have an anti-bullying/ harassment policy, it is less
likely (12.6%) that schools have comprehensive policy that explicitly specifies the actions taken
in regards to bullying and harassment around sexual orientation and gender expression (Kosciw
et al., 2017). GLSEN outlines a model district policy providing language, commentary, and
resources, a school may consider when adapting their own policy regarding anti-bullying and
harassment (see Appendix B). The incidence of harassment and assault on LGBTQ students rises
when staff respond inconsistently to incidents (Abreu et al., 2016). Day, Snapp, and Russell
(2016), report the effects of both punitive practices and supportive practices in relation to
reduces homophobic bullying within schools. In their research they found that punitive practices
had no effect on reducing homophobic bullying, while supportive practices did have an effect.
The reason for this may be attributed to the fact that while zero-tolerance policies attempt to
dissuade bullying violence, and other misconduct, they do not appropriately address the issue
and provide measures for change. The most effective methods in reducing homophobic bullying,
or other school misconduct, is by having the combination of clear-cut policies, while also having
supportive practices and programs in place. This may include the implementation of socialemotional learning and other school wide positive behavioral interventions and supports, the
foster an overall safer and more welcoming school climate (Day, Snapp, & Russell, 2016).
Conclusion
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In conclusion, school counselors serve the unique role of serving as social justice leaders
and advocates for all students they serve. Especially for marginalized students, such as those to
identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer, the presence of a positive school climate
is imperative. Through systematic change that includes professional development and training of
staff, incorporation of curriculum, empowering students within the schools, and school policies,
this can be seen as more of a focus over the more recent years. Goodrich & Luke (2009) suggest
that this education needs to begin at the level of school counselors in training. In order to
adequately acquire the knowledge, skills and awareness competencies to effectively work the
LGBTQ students, counselor educators are looked at to bridge the gap. Proficiency in being
trained with this population will better help school counselors integrate the transformative
interventions to best serve the needs of LGBTQ students (Goodrich et al., 2013).
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Author’s Note
As a school counselor in training, I was interested in learning about a topic that I was not
as familiar with as some others I had considered for this project. However, I was very interested
in the topic of school climate and the factors that affect it. To narrow down that topic, I ended up
finding a population that often times does not experience the most positive school climate due to
the adversities they face because of how they identify. Prior to my undergraduate education, I
had not been exposed to much education revolving around sexuality or gender issues. Over the
more recent years, the issues revolving around sexuality or the LGBTQ have been covered in the
media, political agendas, and society in general. Through my research, not only educated myself
on the additional risked that are posed to this population within the schools, but also ways to
implement systematic change with in the school system. When looking at my future career, I feel
more competent in the ways I can address and advocate for the LGBTQ population, and also
have gained resources that could be beneficial for future use.
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Appendix A

10 STEPS TO START YOUR GSA
Across the country, millions of students participate in GSAs (Gender & Sexuality Alliances or Gay-Straight Alliances)
dedicated to making schools safer and more inclusive for all. The 10 easy-to-understand steps below are commonly used in
public secondary schools where other extra-curricular clubs are legally allowed. Keep in mind that these are starting points;
because situations and schools vary, no single process is applicable to every school.

1. FOLLOW GUIDELINES
Establish a GSA the same way you would
start any other extra-curricular studentled club. Look in your Student Handbook
for your school’s rules regarding clubs.

5. PICK A
MEETING PLACE
You may want to find a meeting place
within the school that offers some level
of privacy, yet is still easily accessible. Or
you may decide that you want to meet in
a visible space to enhance the presence
of your club at your school.

8. HOLD YOUR MEETING!
You may want to start with a discussion
about why people feel the group is
needed or important. You can also
brainstorm projects that your club could
do this year and topics you want to
discuss at the meetings.

2. FIND A FACULTY/
TEACHER ADVISOR
Find teachers or staff who would
be supportive or who have already
shown themselves to be allies on
LGBTQ issues.

6. ADVERTISE
There are many ways to advertise; think
about other outreach strategies. Use
a combination of your school bulletin,
announcements, flyers or word-ofmouth. Get creative through visuals
that register with LGBTQ people like
rainbows and trans flags.

9. ESTABLISH COMMUNITY
AGREEMENTS
Creating ground rules helps to ensure
that group discussions are safe,
confidential, and respectful. Community
agreements, such as “What is said here,
stays here,” help maintain confidentiality.
For suggestions, check out our
Community Agreements for
Clubs resource.

3. FIND OTHER STUDENTS
Invite peers who are interested in
building an affirming LGBTQ space.
Check with existing clubs for students
who might have an interest.

7. PLAN YOUR MEETING

4. INFORM ADMINISTRATION
Let administrators know right away what
you are doing. It can be very helpful
to have them on your side. They can
work as liaisons to teachers, parents,
community members, and the school
board. If an administrator opposes the
GSA, provide them information about
the www.glsen.org/gsa.

Organize the structure of your meeting
from start to finish to stay on track and
get the most out of your time together.
There are tons of things you can do,
from discussions to inviting speakers,
holding workshops, playing games, and
offering food or snacks. Dozens
of possible activities are described
within the GLSEN Jump-Start Guide and
on our website.

10. PLAN FOR THE FUTURE
Develop an action plan. Brainstorm
projects. Set goals for what you want
to work toward. (All of these steps are
covered in The GLSEN Jump-Start
Guide.) If you haven’t already done so,
contact GLSEN’s Education & Youth
Programs Department so that you may
share ideas, resources, and information.
You can also look into local GSA
networks in your town or city.
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Appendix B

ENSURING SAFE
AND EFFECTIVE
SCHOOLS FOR ALL

MODEL DISTRICT
ANTI-BULLYING &
HARASSMENT
POLICY
POLICY
HARASSMENT
ANTI-BULLYING &
MODEL SCHOOL

MODEL
LANGUAGE,
COMMENTARY &
RESOURCES
RESOURCES
COMMENTARY &
LANGUAGE,
MODEL
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